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Todayõs Presentation

1) Why are some pastures poor and others high quality?

2) Key points of MIG & choosing a grazing system for your farm

3) Understanding Over Grazing Damage 

4) Variable recovery periods & how to fill ògapsó in forage supply

5) Paddock size and acreage calculations

6) Example farms

Ä # acres needed

Ä Summer slump ðirrigation or other forage species

Ä fence, shade, lanes & water

7) Pasture pitfalls and disasters

8) Resources ðwhere to learn more



What causes poor 

quality pastures?





What causes good 

quality pastures?



òThe management of the pasture is 

even of more importance than the 

selection of the seed and the 

preparation of the land.ó

-- Robert H Elliot, 1898









Which Grazing System?

ÃContinuous set stocking

ÃRotational

Ã Intensive (MIG)

ÃLow residual grazing ðAustralian model

Understanding how grazing animals change plant 

growth and plant species in the pasture



Continuous vs. Rotational vs. MIG



Which grazing system is the best fit 

for your farm?

Depends on goals, inclination & resources

Ã How much grazing do you plan to do ðtarget DMI? 

Ã Are you grazing perennial pastures, annual crops, crop 
residues, or cover crops?

Ã How many acres are needed and available?

Ã How much grain or supplemental feeding is needed?

Ã Water availability? 

Ã Irrigation ðis it necessary to extend grazing season?

Ã Seasonal issues, e.g., mud, snow, heat, forage gaps. 

Ã Labor



Benefits of MIG

Ã Increased stocking rates (more cows/acre)

ÂAll on, all off - with 20-30 d rest between grazings

ÃEliminates trailing ðsoil erosion

ÃOptimizes plant re-growth

ÃBuilds soil profile ðroot pulsing effect

ÃBetter distribution of nutrients 

(manure/urine)

ÃCan break the parasite cycle



New England Study of MIG Dairies

Ã 34 dairies ð3 years ð545 monthly samples

Ã Nutritional quality of MIG pastures comparable to corn silage 

and better than hay
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Quick Poll

Question 1



Understanding Over-Grazing Damage

ÃOver-grazing occurs when livestock graze a 

plant while it is still growing from carbohydrate 

reserves, rather than from active photosynthesis

ÃOver-grazing commonly occurs when animals 

stay in a paddock for too long, or are returned 

to a paddock too soon (not enough rest).



Common Over-Grazing Situations

Ã Taking down all the interior fences in the fall and 

letting livestock òclean upó the pastures.  

Ã Having a òrotationaló grazing system of 6 or 7 

paddocks, each grazed for one to two days.  

Ã Leaving animals in a pasture for more than 3 days in 

a row.  

Ã Returning animals to the pasture before all of the 

plants are re-grown.  

Ã Not adding additional acres into the summer grazing 

rotation as plant growth rates slow down.



Variable Recovery Periods & 

How to Fill Gaps in Forage Supply

Re-growth time 

between grazings

should be based on 

observation 

of the pasture, 

not on a routine



Ensiling round bales of surplus forages



Dealing with forage gaps



Paddock Sizes & Number of Acres 

Needed

ÃHow much dry matter is available per 

acre

ÃHow much dry matter does the grazing 

group need per day

ÃRequired/available = acres needed







Step One

ÃHow much is available per acre?

ÄDirect measurement of pasture 

ÂGrazing stick, rising plate, clipping, ECM

ÄFrom a table: Estimate amount per acre





Additional Methods for Estimating 

Amount of Pasture DM Available
27

Excerpted from NOP article: ñPasture Worksheet for 

Rotational/Stocking Systemsò: http://bit.ly/cFtr0Y



Step Two

ÃHow much dry matter does the grazing 

group need per day

ÄIf 100 % of DMI is from pasture, then:

Â# in group x individual DMD = total lbs required

ÄIf some DM will also be fed in the 

barn/feedlot, then:

ÂDMD ðDM from feed fed = pasture DM

Â# in group x pasture DM = total lbs required



Step Three

ÃHow big should the paddock be?

ÄDMD required for the group divided by the 

available DM per acre

=acres needed per day



Step Three example calculation

ÃHow big should the paddock be?

80 cows needing 32lbs of DM per cow

80 x 32 = 2560 lbs required per day

DM per acre is measured to be 1200 lbs/acre

2560/1200= 2.1 acres per day

How many acres are needed?

2.1 x 21 days=44 acres

2.1 x 36 days=76 acres



Example Farm #1 ðhow many acres?

Ã 80 Jersey-X cows 

Ã 40 acres of irrigated pasture

Ã 80% DMI cool season

Ã 40% DMI warm season

Ã 180 day grazing season

Dry Matter Demand (DMD)

1000 # Avg. body wt  X  4%

= 40 # DMD/cow/day



West Coast Dairy - Spring

80 % Pasture DMI = 32 #/cow

80 cows X 32# = 2,560 #/day

Available Dry Matter: 

Pre-grazing DM 4000 #õs

Post-grazing DM 1800 #õs

Available DM = 2200 #õs/acre

2,560#DM required/ 2200 # DM/acre available = 1.16 acres /day  



West Coast Dairy - Spring

1.16 acres/ day

Calculating rest period

40 acres total pasture

1.16 acres/day

= 34.5 day rest



West Coast Dairy

Spring
Available Dry Matter: 

Pre-grazing DM 4000 #ôs

Post-grazing DM 1800 #ôs

Available DM = 2200 #ôs/acre

2,560# DM required/ 2000 # 

DM/acre available = 1.16 acres /day  

40 acres/1.16 = 34.5 day rest

80% DMI pasture in Spring

Fall
Available Dry Matter: 

Pre-grazing DM 3000 #ôs

Post-grazing DM 1800 #ôs

Available DM = 1200 #ôs/acre

2,560#DM required/ 1200 # DM/acre 

available = 2.1 acres /day  

40 acres/2.1 = 19 day rest

80% DMI pasture in Fall



West Coast Dairy

Spring
Available Dry Matter: 

Pre-grazing DM 4000 #ôs

Post-grazing DM 1800 #ôs

Available DM = 2200 #ôs/acre

2,560# DM required/ 2000 # 

DM/acre available = 1.16 acres /day  

40 acres/1.16 = 34.5 day rest

80% DMI pasture in Spring

Fall
Available Dry Matter: 

Pre-grazing DM 3000 #ôs

Post-grazing DM 1800 #ôs

Available DM = 1200 #ôs/acre

1280#DM required/ 1200 # DM/acre 

available = 1.1 acres /day  

40 acres/1.1 = 36.3 day rest

40% DMI pasture in Fall



West Coast Dairy

Spring (90 d)

80% DMI pasture in Spring

Fall (90 d)

40% DMI pasture in Fall

90 days in spring @ 80% DMI

90 days summer/fall @ 40% DMI

180 days @ 60% DMI for the grazing season



Quick Poll

Do you have a better understanding 

of what causes poor and high quality 

pastures?

Do you understand how to calculate 

paddock size and number of acres 

needed?



Example Farm #2 ðhigh pasture DMI

ÃMixed breed seasonal dairy farm 

providing 87% DMI from pasture

Ã30 cows on .75 acres per day (perennial 

pastures)

ÃGrazes perennial pastures throughout 

grazing season which is 150 days

ÃSupplements with annual forage pastures 

(millet) during òsummer slumpó













Example Farm #3 - infrastructure

Ã 75 Holsteins on 1.25 to 1.5 acres per day

ÃVariable land including

ÄFlat high quality hay meadows converted to 

pasture

ÄA stream crossing and road underpass constructed 

to access hilly pasture land

ÄHigh tensile perimeter fences with subdivisions done 

with polywire

ÄLanes, stream crossing, piped water and fence part 

of NRCS program













òAccessoriesó

ÃWater / Irrigation

ÃFencing

ÃLanes

ÃShade




